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[00:00:02]
TW:

TRANSCRIPTION

Today is Wednesday, June 15th, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This afternoon we are interviewing Dr. Celina Wille,
Associate Professor for USU Extension at Cache Valley, and Associate Director for the Latinx
Cultural Center. This is another oral history interview for the Covid Collection Project. Joining
us on the interview is Tameron Williams, the Covid Collection Project’s graduate intern.
Good afternoon Dr. Wille.

CW:

Good afternoon.

TW:

So, let’s start by asking when did you start your career at Utah State University? And what are
the various positions you’ve held during your USU career?

CW:

I came here in the summer of 2016, so, this is my sixth year at USU. And I just got tenured. So,
I will be here for as long as I continue in this course.
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TW:

And in the position that you’re currently in?

CW:

Correct.

TW:

You were hired and you’re currently in the same position.

CW:

Yes. I was hired as Latino Programs Specialist for Utah State University Extension.

TW:

And when we’re talking administratively about Latino programming for USU Extension, what
are the different roles and responsibilities that are entailed in your work?

CW:

So, as you know, USU Extension is the third element in the three rings of land grant universities.
So, we are really the long arm of the university. And our mission is to reach people where they
are with new knowledge and any innovations, programming that we can execute in the
community for the benefit of the residents of Utah.

[00:01:56]
So, with that mission, we have 100-year history here in Utah with Extension offering
programming in several areas; family consumer sciences, Youth Development or 4-H, and
agriculture. So, in these three areas – because my title is not aligned along a programatic area
meaning I’m not just ag or youth development or family consumer science. I am really a jack of
all trades.
You may know that the demographics in the state of Utah since the eighties have dramatically
changed. Back in the early eighties, the Latino population in Utah was about two to three
percent. And it has just doubled and tripled as time has progressed. And so, we fast forward to
the current years. We are at on average, about 14.4 statewide Latino population. But in some
counties such as Salt Lake County, the population is 18.8. , that almost translates to one person
out of five that is Latino. So, these demographics are here to stay.
These folks came here for economic opportunities, are raising families,and we need to be
equipped to respond to the needs of this population. With the philosophy that Extension and the
university is here to serve everybody regardless of race, religion, ethnicity, it is a charge to
provide educational programs, knowledge, and meet the needs, emerging needs in this case, that
the people in the community haved.
[00:03:58]
So, with that in mind, when I was hired in this job, my strategy has been to work with faculty that
are specialists in Extension in any of the disciplines, either youth development, family consumer
sciences, or in agriculture that d have an interest in the ability to execute programs that serve the
needs of the Latino population.
So, I work, in other words, with my colleagues across the state that have proposals to reach out to
the Latino community. It could be youth. It could be folks working in agriculture. It could be
homemakers, you know, that are learning to can or are wanting to have information about food
safety, mental health, all kinds of different subject matters. I work with looking at what’s
culturally relevant. Because not everything that we have applies to this population.
Because we don’t have a strong past working with this population, there’s issues with trust,
organizational trust. And so, my job in a way is to mediate and create bridges with these
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communities so they can see us as an organization that’s there to serve them. And so, it is
difficult because there’s a lot of barriers. A lot of these folks are working families. They
perhaps cannot attend a class because they have issues of childcare or other kinds of barriers,
language even. If we teach a class that may be very relevant, but it’s not taught in their
language. Well, they don’t see that as something that they would be interested in attending.
[00:06:00]
Other kinds of barriers, besides language, could be cultural barriers. You know, teaching, for
example. Nutrition education. We’re very strong working with low-income families teaching
through a couple of programs. The SNAP-Ed program. It’s the Supplemental Nutrition
Education Program. And also, the EFNEP [Expanded Food and Nutrition Education Program]
program.
Basically, these are programs to help low-income families eat healthy, follow the USDA
nutritional guidelines for Americans,And also, to stretch their budget..
So right there in that area, I have focused a lot of my work on making these classes relevant,
teaching in places where the people feel comfortable. , It may not be the county office where we
teach traditionally our mainstream audiences in extension. But it could be at a local Catholic
Church or any other organization where people feel comfortable. And so, we go where people
are. And for Latinos, It takes a lot of relationship building and bridge building with
communities. And also, working with our faculty to gain that cultural competency to be able to
understand that this audience is different.
TW:

So, with that, I’m curious. We’re talking about pre-Covid. What are the numbers of events that,
let’s say, Extension Services for Cache County were providing to the community in all the
different venues that you had mentioned? Annually.

CW:

For Cache County – and as I mentioned, the scope of my responsibilities are really statewide.

[00:08:01]
I’m located here in Cache County because traditionally Extension specialists have been, sort of,
in the headquarters here on campus. But our Extension director feels very strongly that we need
to be more closely connected with the community. And so, I was placed in Cache County. But in
reality, I work across the state. So, some of the things I do are Cache County based. But a lot of
the other things I do are statewide.
For example, two weeks ago, I did a training of our statewide program coordinators in Youth
Development on Latino outreach. ? Latino Youth Outreach. and how does our programming
looks different for them? So, yeah. In talking about Cache County, our strength has been the
Nutrition Education Program.
Back in 2019 when Covid happened, we had just gone through a transition. I had been
developing curriculum that we were pilot testing here in the county for appropriateness in terms
of it being culturally relevant and in Spanish which we had never had before. We had already
hired people that spoke the language from the target audience. , Folks that are part of the
community, understand the culture, and can teach in Spanish. And so, my work had been focused
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on developing materials, pilot testing, and then expanding that programming in other counties
which may have stronger Latino presence. But because I’m here, this is our testing grounds.
TW:
[00:10:03]
CW:
TW:

Okay. So, Covid, as the news came out on the international and national stations, originated in
China and soon spread to other countries around the world. Arrived in the United States in
January of 2020. What were some of the discussions that you and your colleagues in Extension
Services were having about the possible impact that Covid might have?

CW:

So, just as a backdrop. Pre-January 2020, the year before, I had been working across a national
organization of Extension professionals to organize a professional development program.
International professional development program in the Philippines through – in partnership with
the University of Los Baños. So, I had already done a lot of leg work to get that program going.
And really, the gist of that program was to expand the view of extension work somewhere else in
the world.

[00:12:01]
So, the idea of this program was to expose professionals from across the country to see what it
was like to work in extension somewhere else. And so, after having put all that work, had
recruited a group of 15 people to travel to the Philippines; a collection of extension professionals
from USU Extension, but also from Iowa, from Wisconsin, from Colorado, from Texas. They
were traveling with us. So, we were ready to leave. And a couple of my colleagues were literally
stopped by their Extension directors to say – this is March when we were ready to head out.
Everything had been paid. Contracts had been signed. And two of the colleagues, one decided
that it was too risky. The other one got a call from their director at the airport in Dallas to be told
that she couldn’t travel. So, we were faced with a decision of whether to proceed. We left on
March 4th, I believe, for the Philippines and were due to be back on the 19th.
And so, I was in Salt Lake with a group of seven other colleagues. And we had to make a
decision whether or not to get on that plane. But everybody was very optimistic. We wanted to
do this, proceed with the plan as we had been, working on for months and months. A full year in
advance. Talking to our colleagues back in the Philippines, whether it was a go or not go, and so,
we took a vote at the airport.
[00:14:04]
And I said, you all are free to decide. I cannot make that decision. If the airline has a plane that’s
going to the Philippines, you all can decide individually because, I can’t force a decision or make
the decision for the group. So, we got on that plane. Got re-routed through Japan. Made it to the
Philippines. But the university already had a protocol. They said, if you want to be here on our
campus, we have a protocol. They furnished us with thermometers. They did some triage
where, we provided information about whether we had been exposed to colds.
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TW:

Oh. Like, the Service Now questionnaire where you had to answer a series of questions—

CW:

Exactly.

TW:

…like this.

CW:

Yes. But these were oral interviews. So, they had a team of staff from their Global Engagement
Office, or the equivalent to a Global Engagement Office to interview us. if anybody had been
visiting other countries, whether they had any kinds of symptoms. They took our temperature.
And they gave us, a log where we had to be logging in morning temperature, evening
temperature. And then, for every stop on campus, we had to be screened. There was already,
masks for us. They had provided us with hand sanitizer, thermometers. And they were
monitoring. they literally had security folks at every building. Every time we went to the
cafeteria, we would be, checked for temperature and allowed to go in small groups. Our group
wasn’t too big. But, still, we had to follow that protocol because that was a condition of our
visit.
And so, we pretty much kept to the schedule.

[00:16:01]
At the very end of the trip, we were scheduled to meet with the vice chancellor of the university.
I had some gifts to bring. all the protocol that universities do. The picture with the vice
president and their university president. And literally, that morning, it was a Friday.
Thursday night, I had received a message from a vice president, vice provost, I mean, to pack and
come back. I said, yes, we are packed. And we were. I mean, I was concerned that it would
happen before that. But luckily, we didn’t have to interrupt the agenda and we were able to
present – we did a symposium on campus that was attended by students and faculty. Our names
were all over their electric boards on campus.
And they were also kind of waiting to see what their president was going to say in terms of
closing the campus or trying to keep normal as normal could be. So, we made it to the vice
chancellor press, the office to finish out our trip. The van was ready to take us to the airport and
we get the news that the president of the Philippines had given a 48-hour order of shutting down
all the ports; air, water, roads.
So, literally, we left the office on our way back to Manila which is a trip of about an hour and a
half from the university campus to get to the hotel and then stage out our departure for Saturday.
We barely made the 48 hours to get out. And we were so relieved.
[00:17:58]
Actually, I had planned to stay an extra week with another colleague to visit some of the islands.
And they said, well, if you stay, there won’t be a plane. You’ll have to stay in the hotel for who
knows how long. The restaurants were shutting down. We were able to get our last meal the
Friday night before our departure on Saturday. We left, like, at four in the morning. Literally,
just – and then there was – they were starting to shut down the roads near the hotel. We didn’t
know if we could make it to the airport.
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But anyway, we were all relieved that we were able to make it to the airport. And landed back in
Seattle, Washington. That was my port of entry with the Salt Lake group. And the other groups,
somewhere going through Colorado and other airports. But there was no hand sanitizer, no
masks. You could tell the Asians from the Americans because the Asians were all masked and
prepared. And we were like, what’s going on? So, that’s how it was that we made it by the skin
of our teeth getting back to campus and back to work and finding out what was going on here at
home.
TW:

So, when you got back from that ordeal, which congratulations on getting back, what were the
discussions like as far as you and your colleagues for offering programming through Extension
Services for the second half of that spring 2020 semester?

CW:

Well, the first discussion was, okay, we’re shutting down. What’s going to happen? And then,
moving from face-to-face to virtual channels. So, a lot of the discussions, we’re not going to be
face-to-face. We kind of were waiting to hear from administration on new procedures, protocols.
And obviously, the first thing was, don’t go to your office. And we’re going to be shifting gears
to, kind of, re-tool and figure out the next steps.

[00:19:59]
At the same time, shortly after, here in Cache County, you must have been aware that there was a
big event.
TW:

There was an outbreak at the meat packing plant out in Hyrum. I know that.

CW:

Exactly. So, you know where I’m going with that. And statistics are pretty soon coming. that
for the Latino population that they were disproportionately represented in Covid cases. The
outbreak here in our own backyard were families. Both parents, you know, had been exposed
because they were working side by side with other folks that got Covid. And shutting down the
plant, having to go home to be quarantined. And obviously, going back home to their children
and families meant everybody was quarantined.
So, by then, there was some activity in the community through several groups that were locally
organized. Volunteers that came through social media to say, hey, we’re going to do this. We
need to start food distribution. So, that was one of the first things.
In the meantime, here at the university, we’re trying to figure out, what are we going to do about
programming? What type of programming, what kinds of information is immediately needed?
You know, questions that everybody had, For example, how long does the Coronavirus survive?
Now, how do we clean? What can I do to stop the spread? And all those kinds of things that we
all, I mean, we all have those questions. How do I clean my phone, my electronics? because I’m
constantly touching my phone or touching surfaces. How do I clean my food? You know, how
do I make sure that I’m not bringing, Covid – what kinds of new practices do we need to be
telling the public the things that they can do right away?

[00:22:08]
So, quickly, we knew that what we needed to do is go to social media, the channels that we had
already established. And luckily, we had, already, some channels existing because we had
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already used, like, the popular social media, Facebook, Instagram, other local social media
groups that I was part of that we could start putting materials together.
We were looking at sources of information coming out from D.C., from other, reputable sources.
Our Health Department, obviously, they also quickly organized to start communicating with the
public, and partner. I mean, it really took partnerships. Knowing what the Utah Department of
Health was doing, talking to our folks here at Bear River Health to see how they were going to
react and reach out to people. So, we all kind of came together to do this work.
TW:

Did you have extensions with other Extension Service programs in other states about what they
were doing, or were you sharing what you were doing in Utah with other Extension Services in
other states?

CW:

So, we started off here because our our needs were immediate. We had a population right here in
our own backyard that were affected; not just in terms of their health, but affecting their families,
their ability to provide, put food on their tables.

[00:24:09]
And know how to respond. You know, what’s the right thing to do? So, at the beginning, the
focus with the numbers that we were seeing where the Latino population was over represented.
The media was letting us know in case we didn’t know. The Department of Health was putting
out statistics about that. So, we pretty soon were in the know as they were reports coming on
number of cases. .
So, there’s all these players. Who’s going to do what? What are we good at? Our role in
Extension is to educate. We don’t provide housing, we don’t provide assistance. There’s many
other federal and state programs that do that. But we needed to know the different players.
And pretty soon, groups started to form. One of them was a coalition of the national volunteer
organizations that was activated. It’s called VOAD. (Voluntary Organizations Active in
Disaster). We have a VOAD group here in the county. And so, we started to connect, inform this
group of VOAD group. And this is a group that responds to all kinds of disasters. it could be
hurricanes. fires, etcetera.
For this purpose, we were talking about Covid, a subgroup was formed under the name of Bear
River Relief Coalition. And we created a – and I say we.
[00:26:05]
We started meeting regularly as VOAD volunteers. And we decided that we needed to give
ourselves a name so that the community could recognize that. And everybody said, well, this is
what I do. For example, BRAG [Bear River Association of Governments] works on housing
assistance, utility assistance which was an immediate need. When people stopped working, they
needed money to pay their rent if they were renting, or, their mortgage payment.
Other families had other immediate needs. They may have somebody sick at home that needed to
continue treatment maybe unrelated to Covid. And all of a sudden, they don’t have the means.
We also had organizations like the food pantry providing food. We had the senior citizens also
involved. Friends helping Friends is a social media group that was just literally organizing food
drives, and people offered their garage to put food and then start distribution immediately.
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Like, people that couldn’t go out shopping, you know, these families that were in quarantine. So,
it’s through peers, friends, people volunteered, sign up to do a route, drop food, come back. And
so, all these things were going on at the same time.
Domestic violence was on the rise because now people are together 24/7. Frustrated. And so,
CAPSA [Citizens Against Physical and Sexual Abuse] was also coming into action. There’s an
organization called Little Lambs for families with kids that had diapers and other infant needs, the
formula, diapers, and like I said, other things that are related to children. Even clothing.
[00:28:01]
So, all of us kind of converged into this group. And I had to figure out what our place was in that
group as Extension, representing Extension in Cache County in this case. So, I said, well, we’re
good at connecting. And we can provide lists of organizations, Who’s doing what? The
community needs to know where to go because they may know about one place, but they don’t
know about another place. And so, I offered to put together lists, three different lists of services
that we could put on social media. And then, so all the organizations that were attending this
coalition started sending – so, in a sense, we became a clearing house of who’s doing what
And then, like I said, we color-coded these three handouts and plaster them across the county in
different communities through social media where people could know, Where could they go for
food Where could they go for financial assistance, Who do I talk to, or where is information
that is current and updated coming through?
So, this was one of the first things that we decided to do - put together very, very brief
information on social media on what to do about, Covid, how to prevent it, how to clean our
homes. Because that’s what we knew at that time.
[00:29:58]
We also formed a second social media group called Latinos Unidos. And we created a rapid
community needs assessment. And so, this survey was deployed through social media. And I
did request IRB [Institutional Review Board] waiver from the university to be able to send this
survey out to the community. I didn’t want to be running out and doing things on behalf of Utah
State without going through all the channels.
So, this survey, was deployed. And that’s how we got feedback from folks in the community
that could say, ah, this is what I need. And so, this information was valuable for the coalition
we all wanted to be in the know and so, with the assessment, this fed into this coalition. So, this
was another role that I played TW:
You use the term ‘we’ a lot. So, I’m curious—
CW:

Yes.

TW:

…to who else besides Celina.

CW:

Yeah. a lot of people were fearful. People didn’t want to – they in the past would say, I would
love to volunteer. But in Covid, I’d rather stay home. And so, I had to say thank you and look
for the brave and valiant that were willing. They knew they would be exposed perhaps. and I
will have to say that a lot of folks, faculty members were doing things on their own. And we
found ourselves. There were two or three volunteers that took on the title of extension
volunteers to distribute masks.
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[00:32:04]
Like, out in the restaurants. Essential businesses. You know, folks that needed to continue to
serve like restaurants and grocery stores and hospitals that were not shutting down because people
still needed to go buy their groceries and do, you know, meet their basic needs. People needed to
go work. Restaurants were serving drive through People were ordering from restaurants rather
than going in. So, I had some volunteers that said I’m willing to do that. And we masked
ourselves up and went out to passing out masks at different points across the community.
Because that’s what we needed.
It was a difficulty at the beginning to finding masks. People were making masks. a lot of
organizations were donating us homemade masks. groups of women or different kinds of social
groups, religious groups were cranking out masks and providing us masks so that we could
distribute to the people in need. So, that’s one role that volunteers played and there were people
out there that were willing to put their effort and time. We assembled kits in my home. And
went out there and assigned who was going to be in what place.
And it was not just us. Like I said, there were other folks doing great things. Faculty, finding
funding. You know, private funding dollars to be able to meet a need. We worked closely work
CRIC. – CRIC stands for Cacheh, Refugee, and Immigrant Connection which serves our
immigrant and refugee population.
[00:34:04]
It’s another population here that was along with the Latino population impacted. Because they
also were working in these plants where the outbreaks happened. So, we started talking to all the
different partners. There was funding available that we figured out who the best players were. .
TW:

Speak about the funding angles. You had talked a little bit about writing grants earlier, private
funding. I mean, did that shift as the pandemic went on and new sources of funding came about,
or new needs were arising? And how in that first full year of the pandemic did you and the team
that you were working with, kind of, target where you were going to go for funding?

CW:

So, for Cache County, I had worked with the director of the food pantry here in Logan. They
were trying to figure out how to distribute food. food relief is an important function. We’re not
in the business of food relief. But at that moment, it was important that we could couple the
educational messages with actual help. .
So, in collaboration with the food pantry, there was an opportunity to apply for a 50,000-dollar
grant for food relief. And it came through the office of multicultural affairs from the governor’s
office.

[00:36:04]
. When the funding came up, I approached them and I said, look. I’d be happy to work together
on food distribution. And, also materials that we can provide to the population that you are
charged to serve. And so, our name was not on the grant. We were co-PI’s, because the funds,
the money was to go to an organization that could do food distribution. They needed assistance
in reaching out to these underserved audiences, The people that , don’t go to the food bank on a
regular basis for multiple reasons, you know, barriers to access, like, language. And I spoke
USU COVID-19 2022: CELINA WILLIE

9

about our Spanish speaking population,but we also have other populations that speak Somali,
Arabic, and two other languages. Karenand what is the fourth? Tigrinya
So, we put on that grant the proposal to provide culturally appropriate food through different
venues. Because there was food distribution going on across the valley from different groups.
But this population, , at least four our refugee and immigrant population, a lot of them coming
from Muslim countries, they needed Halal food which is different. They’re not used to obtaining
foods that come in a can, you know, because they use fresh food. So, and that intersection of our
work with CRIC and the food pantry creating lists of staples that are common across these
different cultures.
[00:38:02]
It took working through Zoom to come up with, you know, what can we offer to this population
and so, it was a multi-agency collaboration. And we held several Drive-throughs where people
in the community could drive through, open their trunk, and we would put a box of food based on
those lists that we developed that were culturally appropriate. So, we had goat meat. We had
lamb. Some other products that are, relevant to their food preferences. And—
TW:

Culturally.

CW:

Culturally relevant. And so, a lot of my work, kind of, spread across other underserved folks that
are in this community. And so, it takes a lot of people to put a thing like this together. There is
no way that I would have just jumped in and said, hey, I can do this. I feel like I was one small
piece in this big puzzle of trying to get organized. You know, everything is up in the air. We
don’t know what’s real information, what’s useful, what’s relevant. And then, sorting through all
of that because people were not trusting everything, . And some people say masks don’t work.
Some people say, yeah, don’t come near me. I don’t want you to come to my home. Or, you
know, I’d rather not participate.
So, we kind of had to feel our way through this experience that, it’s a shared experience across
culture and languages.

[00:39:59]
And at least for the populations here in the valley, knowing that USU Extension is the long arm
of the university in the community was a message that I wanted to bring across. So, we did some
radio spots too in Spanish radio. Just very brief messages, maybe 30 seconds, This was for a
separate campaign.
And it’s interesting because when we were there, several of the staff were out with Covid. And I
had been exposed. So, I had to send another group. So, it was a lot of, you know, last minute
decisions. You know, is this a go? Is this not a go? How are we going to do it? Because we
wanted to be there, but we didn’t want to be exposed, you know. And in some cases, it happened.
And that was a calculated risk for the folks that were volunteering and involved.
Later, we went to the English as a Second Language, the English Language Center, (ELC) right
by Sam’s in that area here in Logan and did a second food distribution in December. It was like,
minus – I don’t know – minus five or ten degrees. We were freezing. And we had advertised on
the radio through our different organizations to let people know that were going to be distributing
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food. And we were not asking people, you know, about income, whether you need it or not. We
figured if they were willing to stay in line for a long time, it’s because they needed it.
[00:42:02]
Another distribution also happened at the food bank. And the police had to come in to help direct
traffic because the lines were long. So, we figured, at this stage, there’s a need. And we need to
rise to the occasion. But again, with the food distribution, we did flyers that we would stick in the
boxes about food safety. So, this was another piece that I work with our marketing team in
Extension that created these bilingual handouts about why is food safety important. And it shows
graphically, , how you take care of your food. And then, we had them also done in other
languages. Like I said, Arabic, Tigrinya, [?] Somali, English, and Spanish. So, there was five
different languages.
The food bank was interested in seeing that the community, specifically these folks, the
underserved folks. the people that don’t regularly go to the food bank for help because of
mistrust. They may feel like, well, I don’t see people that look like me. so, we created these
handouts so the food bank can say, we’re your food bank too. And that’s the common
denominator that we wanted the community to see that we were there to serve them too with
educational materials, with food relief, and through the coalition in terms of everything that
became available because of Covid. And this, you know, it was in the course of these two years,
right at the height of it in 2021. Was it 2020? No, 2020. Yeah. It’s a time warp.
TW:

Yeah. It’s a time warp. But I’m curious because you’ve talked about trying to provide credibility
for information that is being provided by some authorities that on the national state and regional
level.

[00:44:03]
And you’re talking about a level of mistrust for some of these communities that you work with
directly. But in 2021, the state legislature passed a lot of mandates about masks, being a little bit
more flexible about not making them mandatory. And social distancing guidelines got slackened.
Vaccinations became more available. Did in any of your extension work, did you provide any of
that information? Especially about vaccinations to these communities? And was that also again
an opportunity to try to build some credibility and build trust with the communities? Or did your
work change at all during that second year with some of the changes that were coming about
nationally and locally?
CW:

We deferred to the professional health folks. like, the Utah Department of Health, Bear River.
You know, the folks that that’s their business. And so, this was kind of like, a lead, follow, or get
out of the way dance. But we’re always in communication. I think one of the key things was
knowing what the left hand was doing and the right hand was doing so that we could maintain
those messages in harmony. not countering what another agency was saying.
So, in terms of vaccinations and all that, obviously, Bear River Health took the lead. And we did
a little different take on letting people know. But this was through another grant at the state level
through our health and wellness group in some of my colleagues here in Extension that took the
lead.

[00:46:07]
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And we worked together on another grant. I was going to start writing for that grant. But then,
pretty soon, through our network and extension, other folks said we want to apply for the same.
Well, let’s work together. So, we put together a second grant. .
The opportunity to do a statewide marketing campaign came up with funds again from the state.
But it was a very quick turnaround. The request for proposals came, like, in August and they
wanted the proposal, like, two-three weeks later. September and executed and finished by
December 30th. So, from September to December, that 12-week period to put on a—
TW:

Crutch.

CW:

…campaign. Now, this is at the state level. For that campaign, I teamed up with other colleagues
in Utah County that were taking the lead on all the logistics of writing a grant, even though we all
collaborated on putting in the pieces that we were going to play. Colleagues from Southern Utah,
they work with another whole population.
Also, there was some interactions with our risk management folks here in marketing. Because
here on campus, we also were needing to communicate.So, with risk management here, I
suggested that we revised the graphics to make them culturally appropriate. And requested from
the Navajo community in their own language. And so, you probably have seen or saw that some
of these materials were put on campus..

[00:48:05]
But a lot of these went to the website that was created here at the university. And some of them, I
work with marketing to have them tweaked so that we can reuse the same messages to send them
all the way out to the campuses in the south into the populations that we were working with.
The social media campaign also provided funding for us to go on the radio, billboards across the
state on the main I-15 corridor, and other social media outlets across the state. So, that took a lot
more of a coordination, collaboration with my colleagues to deliver the materials.
TW:

So, I have to ask, it’s been two and a half years, how would you gauge the mental health and
well-being of you and your fellow Extension workers during this time? And then, also, maybe,
what’s the short-term/long-term mental health wellness of some of the communities that you have
worked with during this time of Covid?

[00:49:53]
CW:

So, mental health really was the focus of our marketing campaign mental health was, like, the big
thing. And so, the messages werehow do you stay in touch with your family? Who can you
reach out to when you need to talk about things that are affecting you in terms of your mental
health?
I would say that for us, being able to connect, be able to quickly re-tool and move it to virtual
spaces. And it happened not just serving our population because at least with the Nutrition
Education Program, we were able to quickly adapt. And our educators were doing teaching on
social media, a full lesson. A 30-minute lesson taught online where people, knew that there was
going to be a Facebook Live. And they would jump in and listen to the lesson. We could still
collect data, evaluation after the course of four-five weeks.
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People were looking for things to do. we were all first, like, oh, what are we going to do? We’re
in our homes,we can’t go anywhere. So, there was a very good response in the communities to
participate online. And I think knowing that, those resources were there, the webpage, the social
media events, the Facebook Live. And one thing that I’m surprised, but it works for a lot of our
Latino and immigrant populations and other people from other – they use WhatsApp.
And I don’t know if you all have WhatsApp on your phones. A lot of people do, but a lot of
people don’t even know what it is. We had educators, one of my colleagues was teaching in
Somali through WhatsApp.
[00:52:05]
I mean, Zoom and WhatsApp. Where people would participate in the classes in their own
language. And then send feedback about what they have learned, presenting, healthier dishes
which is, , part of what we want to get feedback from.
So, I think we have done more the mental health emphasis. And we have a full team. I’m not in
that team. I come in when needed, when they call me in for materials that they want to have in
Spanish. Some of our folks have taught the first-aid, mental health. It’s a full course that
anybody can take, and it’s basically a primer on what to do when somebody’s got a mental health
crisis. So, we’re happy to be back live. People were a little guarded about how and where. And
then, again, we created that new habit of doing things online. People suddenly realize, oh, I don’t
have to drive all the way there to go to a meeting. I could just do this online. So, that’s also been
very valuable as a residue of Covid. That there’s many other things that we can do online to
serve the people. That maybe because they live in a rural community, can’t come to our classes.
Or, they have other children to take care of. And so, now there’s a demand for that type of
programming in Extension.
[00:54:00]
And in many topics, like I said. Covid’s behind. But we continue to do other things that we
weren’t doing before.
TW:

And you’ve teed up the next question perfectly which is because of Covid and having to adapt
and having to change, what are some of those things (And you just named one.) that were
changed because of a response to or the impact of Covid that it’s going to become permanent
ways in which you in Latino programming and extension will operate moving forward long after
Covid’s over.

CW:

Yeah. So, we continued to recruit instructors that are teaching in the community. And we
continue to train them for the Nutrition Education Program. But we also are in the process of
doing an online version of what we are teaching face-to-face. This is something not to compete
with the face-to-face programming, but to supplement and to fill another void which is, for those
folks that cannot be in our programs because of different circumstances, timing, work, schedules,
whatever it is that can access courses online.
So, we already tested, pilot tested a version in English for nutrition education. And we are
finishing lesson one of a series in Spanish for the nutrition education. I think we will have a
demand because people have said, you know, this is great. I can do it in my own timing. And so,
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I’m excited because that will give us an even longer arm to reach out to people from the
university.
[00:55:55]
TGRW: Stepping back a moment, how involved with USU’s Latino/Latina and minority community at
large, students specifically, but faculty and staff as well, are you as both an associate professor in
Extension and as the Latinx Cultural Center’s Associate Director?
CW:

Well, that’s an interesting intersection that when the Latinx Cultural Center and a director, was
named with a program coordinator. And I said, hey. It looks like there’s that intersection in
terms of serving our student population here, but also reaching out to the community. And it was
a perfect marriage. And that’s how my position as an associate director at the center came out to
be. That I could provide a lot of the same services in Outreach that I do on behalf of Extension.
We are the same family basically. And so, 20 percent of my time is for the center.
And some events, for example, we do, I had been spearheading an effort to do,a leadership
bootcamp for Latino youth in partnership with Latinos in Action which is a Utah-based non-profit
that’s focused on preparing Latino students for leadership and college. And so, that was a perfect
marriage. And so, this happened in 2018. Our first conference, we brought a group of 100
students. In 2019, it grew to 300. And then Covid happened.
So, right now, as we speak, I came from the Latinx cultural center where we’re finishing up the
planning for the 2022 Latino Youth Leadership bootcamp. So, the week of June 26th through the
29th, we will have a group of students here.

[00:58:05]
And then again, we’re partnering. So, when you see, we’re putting out invites, it’s in
collaboration. We, on behalf of Utah State University and in collaboration between Extension
and the Latinx Center, we’re putting out this particular event for youth. So, the lines are a little
bit blurred. Some things are not. I mean, some are very definite student-focused. You know, we
have a mentoring program here on campus. So, I kind of am a clearing house of resources are in
the community and back and forth. Like, what USU can do to reach out.
Folks that see us here on campus at this hill, they may say, well, that’s university folks. And they
wouldn’t even come here to park because they may get a ticket. Right? Or they don’t know
where to go. So, what we’ve been doing – and I use the word ‘we’ because I don’t know how
else to speak. It takes a village to do this type of work. We’ve created an orientation for parents,
Spanish speaking parents, that wasn’t offered before. So, in a sense, we bring them to campus
with their prospective student that may be juniors or seniors in high school and the kids do the
traditional tour for students and we do the special parent tour.
Also, building bridges for families, Latino families..In our own backyard here, Logan School
District has a third of their student population that are Latino. And so, we are the perfect pipeline
to bring them to campus. to show them the path. And so, that’s one of the things that kind of
blurs the lines because we’ve done Latino education fairs at the high school where we go with
Extension materials.
[00:59:58]
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I have an Extension publication of what parents need to know about college. And then, when we
do that presentation, the next step is to make an invite from the community to host them here on
campus. So, like I said, those lines are kind of blurred to say, no, I’m doing Latinx Center work
or Extension work.
TGRW: Can you speak at all to the – I mean, talking strictly about already enrolled, you know, young
Latino/Latino students within Utah State. You know, these kids who maybe are just out of high
school and coming into college. And if they’re hit with Covid, or who have been here for two
years and they’re hit with Covid, how does that shape their experiences from your perspective?
CW:

Well, we monitor through different means the new coming students, Latino students, because we
make an effort to reach out. We work with the admissions office. We work with the retention
office to be in the know of who they are. For them to tell them who we are because, like, you
know, we’re fairly new. We’ve been in existence for three years. And we just got the space here
at the Taggart Student Center not long ago; a physical space where students can actually come
and see.
So, a lot of the students, like, I would say comparable to the mainstream student population
decided not to come. And we had implemented through some private donors in the community
some funding for college where some, 20 percent of the students received a scholarship award
just simply didn’t come to campus.

[01:02:00]
Just kind of waiting for the dust to settle to see what their next move was. Because coming to
college and, thinking, well, it’s all online. I might as well just stay home. I don’t need to be
spending money for rent and to go to campus so that I can stay in my apartment and take night
classes online.
So, we’ve been working very closely. We have several social media outlets to let our students
know what’s going on at the center. This last year, since the fall, we’ve been able to function, I
would say, at an 80 percent ability. But we’re ramping up, in terms of everybody trying to find
their space, feeling comfortable again. We’ve had some successful events, fundraisers. I don’t
know if you’ve walked the campus sometimes on a Friday or Thursday evening. There’s a taco
night and the students are fundraising to,have activities. So, Latinos in Action Collegiate chapter,
is very active doing that. We were at the day of the quad or any event that we get invited to,
we’re there.
And this year, this last year – no. The year before, we had a graduation celebration. and we had
over 100 students and their families come to a celebration here on campus which the year before
it had to be cancelled. And like I said, even when students had funding to come, they didn’t for a
time. So, just this year, the funding announcement went out. And about 40 students are receiving
scholarships. So, we’re hoping that we are leaving Covid behind and all the hesitations to come
back to full life as it is, as it should be and the full college experience.
[01:04:06]
So, we work very closely to keep tabs. And I would credit our program coordinator, Pam Allcott
that does all the day to day answering phone calls from parents, wanting to know what’s going on
on campus, or students that are on the fence about continuing their education.
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And we have in the works a mentoring program where we have students that are maybe secondyear college students that get a small stipend to mentor the new coming students. .
And we kind of work as a team to be sure that if one’s not there to do the job, somebody else
jumps in. And the doors are open, even in the summer. The students left second week of May.
But our doors are open. We keep a regular schedule. And occasionally, we get people that are
visiting because they are thinking, oh, this would be an awesome school for my kids to go to, or,
they know their kids are coming to USU. So, they want to stop by and meet us.
TGRW: And then, for you personally – you know, Covid’s been a whirlwind, right? What have you taken
away from it for your professional life, for your personal life, that are the lessons learned?
CW:

Wow. That’s a lot to digest in that question.

TGRW: Just are there some lessons learned from your experience over the two and a half years, either
professionally or personally?
CW:

Yeah. One big thing in my role statement, one of the things that I emphasize is the concept of
emerging needs.

[01:06:09]
So, in programming, y if I was just doing agriculture or any other program area, I would say,
well, this is what I do. This is my area of expertise. But sometimes, you have to rise to the
occasion and call on people that may have more expertise than you do on a specific area. So, by
emerging needs, it’s things that come up that were not on my plan of work. And now I have to
pivot to flex the way I think to be able to meet that need.
And so, one most recent experience is I was contacted by a group of the business men that see the
need for a group of supporting entrepreneurs in the valley. So, I met with them. And I said, my
role is educational. What do you all want to do? We’ve had multiple meetings to, kind of,
hammer this out. And we were able to offer, came up with a group called Latino Entrepreneurs
of Northern Utah. That didn’t exist. It wasn’t on my plan. but I’ve been able to call on
resources. So, Huntsman School is involved.
I kind of provide the guidance in terms of program planning which is our area of expertise. You
know, what’s the objective? What do we want to do? We’re an educational institution, so we
need to see the end from the beginning. What’s the bottom line? what happens to people as a
result of being involved in our programs? And what we want is behavioral change, people
adopting new practices, doing things better, faster, nicer, easier. And so, that’s my take. I mean,
from this experiences that Covid has taught us that we need to be ready for change.
[01:07:59]
This time was Covid, but we don’t know what it might be next time. And so, not being
entrenched in my own way of thinking that this is the way or the highway, I’m ready to flex and
learn and look for the resources if I don’t have them to be able to provide this, you know, meet
that mission that we have.
You know, we’ve been here 100 years, Extension and as a university. That we’re not just serving
folks here in the constraints of a classroom, but it is education for everybody. So, that philosophy
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of outreach and extension which is very integral to what we do at the university is at the core of
my belief system. And that also means that I need to be learning and flexing all the time.
TW:

So, is there anything else you’d like to add about your experiences with the Covid pandemic at
Utah State University?

CW:

I think I’ve covered quite a bit. I think has made me feel more assertive in terms of, like, I’m not
going to wait for somebody to tell me what I need to do. I need to do this and I’m going to find
the resources,knock on doors. And if they say no, that’s the worst thing that can happen. Right?
If somebody says, no, that’s not allowed because of this or that. But being able to put forth ideas
that maybe, you know, a little bit different than what we do all the time. I feel like if I was faced
with a different kind of thing, if I can back what I believe needs to be done, either with,
references, being able to quote other people and show why it’s important, than I feel like I’m in a
good position because I would have the elements to say, hey, I want to go this direction.

[01:10:18]
And who’s going to stop me? If I provide the right rationale for doing programming. And so,
that’s what Covid taught me. Because, honestly, when it hit, I was like, okay. This is it. I
should, lead, follow, or get out of the way. I could just stay here quiet and do nothing, or jump in
and see what happens. And kind of find my way, feel my way into this unknown. Right?
Because we all feared Covid. And I’ve been lucky that I didn’t get it at the height of it. Even
though sometimes, when I had been out there packaging foods and being in close contact with
other people that had just been exposed and we didn’t know how that was going to trickle down, I
took my chances. So, I’m glad that it’s passed. But I feel like we all learned and we’ve been
changed forever.
TW:

Dr. Wille, I’d like to thank you for your time this afternoon discussing your experiences during
the Covid pandemic at Utah State University.

CW:

Thank you so much, Todd.

[End recording – 1:11:22]
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